Gifted students have unique characteristics and have different ways of thinking and learning. These characteristics affect how they learn a language. This study investigates gifted students' difficulties in English language learning. Data was gathered using semi structured interview with six gifted students of PERMATA Pintar National Gifted Centre. In this study, interview analysis was used to analyze interview transcripts in order to find gifted language learning difficulties among gifted students. An analysis of responses was done by identifying similarities among six gifted students in terms of area of difficulties, language skills difficulties and also reasons behind their problems. Findings revealed that the common difficulties in English language learning faced by gifted students were related to speaking in English, grammar and lack of vocabulary. Furthermore, all gifted students interviewed perceived that speaking skill is the hardest skill to learn. Such insight into English language learning difficulties is helpful to teachers and educators as it provides useful information for teaching and learning the target language as well as developing the suitable education environment for gifted students to reach their potential in language learning.
Introduction
Malaysia is committed to develop an educational system for all students where equity and excellence are the main aim of the education process (Noriah, Rosadah & Rahayah, 2009) . Equity here refers to the opportunities and support for every student to receive a good education while excellence refers to the development of their learning potential to the highest level of attainment possible for each and every student. The diversity of students, considering that the progress of physical, emotional, and cognitive development of different groups of learners happen at different pace, intensify the barriers for providing appropriate instruction and environment that cater the student needs, especially with the case of gifted students.
Moreover, in the state of education, the needs of gifted students might be neglected unless awareness on the way they learn and think are taken into consideration. Therefore, educators need to be aware of the differences on gifted students in order to provide the best and accountable ways of learning and teaching. On top of that, educators must also become aware and thus find ways to overcome the challenges in differentiating effectively for gifted students. Failing to find the appropriate ways to overcome these barriers might lead to declining level of achievement among gifted students (Sanders & Horn, 1998; Stambaugh, 2001) .
English is the second language in Malaysia, considered one of the most widely used language in the region. The importance of English language as the world's language has always contributed to the learning and use of English to gain information in science and technology. In order to access insurmountable data of information and to succeed in all fields, Malaysia has placed the importance of English literacy and competence as a priority. However, recently, there has been an alarming concern over the standard of English proficiency among Malaysian students that is worrisome (Saadiyah & Kaladevi, 2009 ).
Gifted students have unique characteristics and have different ways of thinking and learning. These characteristics affect how they learn a language. It also influences the way they overcome problems in language learning and improve their language performance. However, the characteristics cannot be generalized to all students identified as gifted students because each student has his/her own unique patterns of development (Clark, 2002) . According to Tretter (2010) , certain learning strategies and skills are especially effective for enhancing gifted students' learning. Therefore, this study attempts to investigate English language learning difficulties face by gifted students enrolled in the special programme called PERMATA Pintar Education Programme. The programme identified gifted students who have higher ability in mathematics and science domains only. It did not look at students' language ability in identification process of gifted students. Thus, the students' language skills are remained unknown, particularly in the learning of second language. On top of that, all teaching and learning in this special programme are conducted English language. However, due to students' level of English proficiency, Malay language is use alongside with English. This indicated that PERMATA Pintar gifted students might face difficulties in the use English language. In addition, these students have special learning needs, which if not met, can lead to frustration, a loss of self-esteem, boredom, laziness and underachievement (Crocker, 2004) . More information is needed to define the language learning difficulties faced by gifted students in order to develop the suitable education environment and material for gifted students to reach their potential in language learning.
Literature Review

PERMATA Pintar Education Programme
PERMATA Pintar Education Programme is the first educational programme that jewels gifted students in Malaysia. Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) has been entrusted by the Prime Minister to implement this educational programme through PERMATA Pintar National Gifted Centre. The programme was formed in January 2010 and was commenced in January 17, 2011. The first intake of gifted students for this programme is a total of 114 students aged 16 years old form all over Malaysia who has been through three of screening tests: PERMATA Pintar UKM1, test and test competency UKM2 PERMATA Pintar Mathematics and Science (test UKM3).
The objective of the programme is to produce gifted students who have the following characteristics; competent, skilled and competitive to achieve greatness in academic at national and international level, has good values, high creativity in generating solutions to problem, innovative and critical thinking, exhibit good leadership, responsible, good language skills and can communicate effectively and demonstrate sensitivity towards social responsibility.
PERMATA Pintar Education Programme focuses on holistic education and learning based on the Philosophy of Education. It also emphasizes the development of physical, emotional, spiritual, intellectual and social balance. Moreover, the programme is a full-time program that takes about two years. It emphasizes on learning differentiation (differentiated learning) in which all students learn at different levels according to their learning level. It also emphasizes student-centred learning and using various methods including cooperative learning and collaborative methods based, lecture, large group and small groups in laboratory and field studies, research projects with research expert group UKM, research reports, construction folio, mobility programs and student exchanges, self-esteem building activities modular and spiritual programs and problem-based learning (PBL). Students are introduced to the concept of Higher Order Thinking (HOT) to help them develop creative thinking, critical and innovative in their learning. All learning are conducted in both languages; using Bahasa Malaysia (Malay language) and English. Hence, competency in both languages is crucial.
Characteristics of Gifted Students
The gifted students have exceptional characteristics that differentiate them from their peers. According to Gagnê (1995) , gifted individuals demonstrate outstanding levels of aptitude (defined as an exceptional ability to reason and learn) or competence (documented performance or achievement) in one or more domains. Clark (2002) summarized the list of characteristics of academically gifted which were divided into different categories including; cognitive characteristics (e.g. retention of large quantities of information, advance comprehension, varied interest, high curiosity, high level of language development and verbal ability), affective characteristics (e.g. unusual sensitivity towards others feelings, keen sense of humor), physical characteristics, intuitive characteristics (open to intuitive experiences and creativity apparent in all areas), and societal characteristics (strongly motivated by self-actualization needs, advances capacity for conceptualizing and solving societal problems, leadership and involvement with the meta-needs of society).
In addition, research by Renzulli (2005) identified characteristics such as the ability to learn more rapidly than other students, understanding of complex or abstract topics, and advanced verbal ability and problem-solving skills (cited in Reis & Sullivan, 2009) . Moreover, Touron et al. (2005) stated that gifted students are different from their normal peers in many developmental aspects such as physical and psychomotor, emotional, spiritual, intellectual and social.
Besides that, local researcher Aliza and Hamidah (2009) also provided some of the general characteristics of gifted, talented and more able learners. They stated that gifted, talented and more able learners might display the variety of attributes such as like to read materials that are considered difficult for their age, show great interest towards science and literature, show ability to solve complex problems, exhibit a strong sense of curiosity, be very articulate with their ideas, possess emotional stability and are very friendly or polite, possess entrepreneurial spirit, have a strong sense of discipline or self-control, be very creative in producing innovative ideas, show a great understanding towards an event they encounter, show ingenuity in expressions through speech and writing, demonstrate a willingness to accept complexity, have an ability to work things out in their head very quickly, have a good memory that they can access easily, be very adaptable, learn new topic areas very quickly, effortlessly and score good grades for most subjects, exhibit and apply common sense in many situations, use a great amount of vocabulary in their speech and writing, like to ask a lot of questions, display high concentration levels, show obsession towards an interest area, show a strong sense of leadership, show consistency and commitment to a cause, possess great confidence and character, and be very energetic most of the time.
Language Difficulties Faced by Malaysian ESL Learners
Since English is not the first language of many students in Malaysia, students might encounter some difficulties when learning the language. Marlyna, Tan and Khazriyati's (2007) study on interference effect of Bahasa Malaysia in the acquisition of English literacy among Form One students revealed that students have difficulties in using correct English grammar in their writing, and made errors such as wrong use of articles and subject-verb agreement. The study claimed that a large number of errors identified suggest interference of Malay grammar. Similarly, Neda, Mariaan and Seyyed (2012) findings showed tangible first language interference in students' writing. Her study also revealed that Malaysian ESL learners have problems in writing tasks, especially in language use (grammar) and punctuation.
In addition, many studies have been done with the concern over low literacy attainment in English language among Malaysian learners. Normazidah, Lie and Hazita (2012) presented a review of recent research that investigates the problem and the practice of English language teaching and learning in Malaysia. It also aimed to identify the factors that contribute to low or limited English literacy achievement among Malaysian learners. Two important issues regarding English language learning in Malaysia were summarized in the paper. Firstly, Bahasa Malaysia has a strong influence over the learning of English. Interference of mother tongue language system in some ways contributes to wrong use of English grammatical rules, morphology and syntax. Second, a strong emphasis is given on the teaching of reading and writing skills and the mastering of grammatical rules. Her research also stated that common classroom practices suggest that the teaching of English literacy neglects the sociocultural elements of language learning. English language learning is presented as learning a set of language mechanics with 'fixed' ways of using the language; isolated from its communicative use. In brief, all ESL students face more complicated problems, which may be either cultural or linguistic ones.
Methodology
This study employed a qualitative method to investigate gifted students' difficulties in language learning. Semi structured interview was conducted on six gifted students to gain insight into gifted students' use of LLS and their difficulties when learning English. The interviews were done based on the administration procedures set by the researcher. According to Bryman (2004) , semi structured interview refers to a context in which the interviewer has a series of questions that are n general of an interview schedule but is able to vary the sequence of questions. Therefore, semi structured interview was selected because it is more flexible as the questions asked are frequently somewhat more general and the interviewer usually has some latitude to ask further questions based on response. Semi structure interview involves the preparation of an interview guide that lists a predetermined set of questions or issues that are to be explored during the interview. It serves as a checklist during the interview and provides a more systematic and comprehensive way to obtain the same basic lines of inquiry with each person interviewed.
Data Collection Procedure
The interviews were done face to face and were conducted in English. However, students were given a choice to use either Bahasa Malaysia or English or both to answer the questions. The choice was given to reduce students' anxiety and making sure that they are able to answer all of the questions honestly and smoothly without any problems regarding language barrier. The samples were voluntarily chosen by the instructor consisted of two male and four females students. The drawback of this approach is the respondents might not be heterogeneous and thus not representing the population. The researcher conducted the interview based on the interview protocol.
www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 9, No. 15; 2013 Issues of informed consent and confidentiality were appropriately addresses in the course of interview (Boyce & Neale, 2006) . The interviews were conducted in 26 April 2012. Before each interview, the respondent was briefed on the purpose of the study and topic to be discussed in general and also a few technical aspects of an interview such as turn taking and clarity of voice (Norhayati, 2006) . The entire interview was tape-recorded. During the interview, the researcher re-confirmed permission to record, confidentiality and transcript were provided. The researcher jotted down important information during the interview. The allocated time for each interview was 10 minutes.
After each session, the researcher listened to the tape and transcribed each dialogue. Alteration was made to elicit only useful information and extracted some redundant information based on the purpose and research questions of the study. The responses obtained from the interviewee were translated to English and relevant responses were coded to ease the process of transcription. In addition, to ensure the originality, the researcher listens to the tape a few times and double-checks the transcription. Table 1 provides background of six gifted students who participated in qualitative data collection. Pseudonyms were used to ease the process of analysis and at the same time preserve anonymous of the interviewee. The cognitive styles of the students were determined based on students' score for Group Embedded Figure Test (GEFT) while language proficiency was based on their mock TOEFL result. Total of three students were categorized into field independent and field dependent respectively. Meanwhile, only one student was at high proficiency level and the rest were at medium proficiency level. The questions and analysis from the interview looked at some difficulties the students faced regarding language learning and the ways they overcome those difficulties. Each interview session was recorded and transcribed.
Data Analysis
For this study, interview analysis was used to analyze interview transcripts in order to investigate gifted students' use of language learning strategies in detail and their difficulties in language learning. According to Hsieh and Shannon (2005, p. 1278) , qualitative analysis can be defined as a "research method for the subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns".
The analysis of responses in order to find gifted students' difficulties in language learning was done by identifying similarities among six gifted students in terms of area of difficulties, language skills difficulties and also reasons behind their problems. To ease the process of assigning each coded response, the categories, should be defined in a way that they are internally as homogeneous as possible and externally as heterogeneous as possible (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) .
Results and Findings
Since English is not the first language of many students in Malaysia, students might encounter some difficulties when learning the language. In this case, gifted students demonstrate outstanding levels of aptitude or competence in certain domain (Gagne, 1995) . However, in language wise, their performance and competency are at par with their peers. Their exceptional characteristics might influence their way of thinking and learning a language. Therefore, the gifted students might face some difficulties when learning English as a second language. To find out more, the semi-structured interview was conducted which focused on gifted students' difficulties in language learning in general.
When the students were asked about problems that they have when learning English based on their personel www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 9, No. 15; 2013 experience, their answers were to some extent similar to each other regardless proficiency and cognitive styles. Gifted students normally are aware of their own difficulties and weaknesses. The high use of metacognitive strategies was reflected as they enable to identify errors in understanding or producing the new language. The findings from interviews done on six gifted students illustrated that among the common difficulties in language learning faced by gifted students were related to speaking in English, grammar and lack of vocabulary. An example of the student answer was, "Usually, something related to grammar like past tense and things like that.
I'm not sure when and how to use it. And also I don't have strong vocabulary."
From this, it can be interpreted that students faced difficulty in applying grammatical rules in discourse manner. This is common problem among Malaysian students. This could be supported by study of Saadiyah and Kaladevi (2009) in their research on error analysis of the written English essay of form four students, which revealed that students generally have problem in using correct grammatical rules in writing. Some of the common errors are wrong application of verb tense, inappropriate word choice and prepositions.
To find more on language use of the students, the related question asked to all the students was "What are the languages you usually use at home and with your friends here (at the Centre)?" The purpose of this question was to find out what are the languages students most comfortable using and familiar with. All of students chose their first language that is Malay language and only one student (Abu) mentioned that he used Javanese language at home because of his family origin. Half of the students stated that they sometimes use English to communicate with their friends or family. Lim (1994) in her study on fluency and accuracy in spoken English concluded that the use of mother tongue in peer interaction were among the possible causes of low spoken English proficiency. Malay language-as the national language of Malaysia and also a language of medium instruction in Malaysian schools-has a strong influence over the learning of English (Normazidah, Lie & Hazita, 2012) . In addition, according to Nor Hashimah Jalaludin, Norsimah and Kesumawati (2008), one of the main factors affecting students' inability to successfully acquire English literacy are linguistic differences particularly in the aspect of morphology and syntax between the Malay language and English. These possible factors presented by past studies indicate that first language might influence students' competency in second language.
On top of that, all of the students interviewed mentioned that they seldom use English when talking to their friends. They will try to speak English in the formal context such as when the teacher asks them questions in English. Abu gave his opinion based on his past experience regarding this " Furthermore, among the four language skills; writing, reading, listening, speaking, the finding indicated that all gifted students interviewed perceived that speaking skill is the hardest skill to learn. Ali said that he seldom use English when communicating with family and friends and might be the reason why he perceived speaking English as the hardest skill to master. Four students (Abu, Ayu, Ami & Nurul) stated that they are afraid to speak English with their friends or family. They worried about making grammatical mistakes and not having enough confidence to use the language. This might be due to cautious of negative physical response, such as laughing at them, that they might receive when they make mistake or speak English incorrectly. Unfamiliarity with some of English vocabulary affects their ability to speak English fluently according to Ayu and Nurul. This caused them to code switch or use their mother tongue to ensure their meaning, intentions or thought.
According to Fauziah and Nita (2002) , factors such limited opportunities to use English outside the classroom (external factor), negative attitude towards English (internal factor) and lack of confidence (internal factor) were some of the reasons for students' low proficiency in English from teacher perspective. As a result, students usually experience moderate anxiety and are reluctant to speak in English for fear of being judge negatively (Hiew, 2012) . This might be the reason why gifted students afraid to speak English. However, having moderate level of anxiety in second language learning could help students to build desire to learn, to motivate, and enhance their effort to do better (Hadley, 1992) .
In addition, gifted students portrayed good affords by willing to practice their English if they are given opportunity to speak with friends or speaker of English. They also demonstrated positive perception towards learning English. "Positive emotion and attitudes towards the target language can make language learning far more effective and fun" (Hurd, 2008, p. 218) . Furthermore, some of the students perceived learning English as "easy" and "not hard". Nurul in her interview said that English classes are laid back and not very difficult. This similar with findings from Rosadah, Zalizan and Noriah (2009) which concluded that academically talented students will regard learning as easy if the students successfully associate their positive attitudes with their learning.
From the gifted students' point of view, listening skill is considered the second hardest skill to learn by three students (Siti, Ayu & Nurul). Moreover, some of the problems in listening skill encounter by the students were mainly related to native speaker accent, fast rate speech and pronunciation. Moreover, one student (Abu) stated that one of his challenges in language learning is the teacher's style of teaching. Abu who is a field independent learner might prefer more autonomy and less personel interaction when learning English feel that sometimes the teacher's way of teaching is not suitable with the subject matters teaching. His answer was "Sometimes the teacher. The way he/she teaches is not suitable. Sometimes it's regarding the subject matters, or the way he/she teaches is not suitable".
The differentiated learning concept that is integrated in PERMATA Pintar Educational Programme take gifted students' level of attainment in each domain into consideration in order to provide productive and effective learning environment that can stretch gifted students capability and potential in every domain. For example, different tasks are given to different level of learner in a same class. Despite that, classes are composed of students who have different style preferences. Hence, teaching style and student's learning preference might contradict and it is the role of the teacher to aware and adopt flexible approach to their instructional practice so that their ultimate approach is integrated (Pithers, 2001) .
Furthermore, to get to know students' opinion on language learning in general, the researcher asked the students to describe how they learn in general and in language learning. In addition, Rosadah, Noriah and Melor (2009) In addition, three of the students interviewed (Abu, Ami & Nurul) said they would find answer by themselves first before asking a friend when they do not the meaning of new English words. This shows that the students are independent and practise self-discovery in learning.
The six gifted students interviewed show a strong desire to be better in English and put more effort and practice to overcome their difficulties. However, three out of six students (Siti, Ali & Ayu) said that they practice their writing more than speaking, such as referring to past year questions, read dictionaries in order to improve their English competency. All of the students also used dictionary as their main sources. Although gifted students are exposed to the new way of teaching and learning under PERMATA Pintar Education Programme, they still caught up with the exam oriented system that place focus on mastering and rote learning skills to apply in examination. Unfortunately, the use of conventional strategies such as past year examination questions, works sheet and exercise book still common among the students.
From the analysis of the interview, it can be concluded that gifted students' difficulties were more on communicative and productive skills. Problems are prone to communicative aspect and underutilized speaking strategies. However, gifted students are aware of their own difficulties and show positive attitudes on language learning. They have good devices, such as ability and potential, for language learning and they just need to know how to fully utilize those devices.
Discussion
As mentioned before, PERMATA Pintar gifted students were identified as gifted based on their ability in cognitive domain such as Mathematics and Science subjects. This domain is focus on numerical aspect. However, language on the other hand is not. The findings of the study revealed that PERMATA Pintar gifted students have common problems in language learning such as difficulties in speaking in English, use of appropriate grammar and lack of vocabulary. These problems affected the students' performance in language. Therefore, teachers, school professionals and administration of PERMATA Pintar National Gifted Centre should take immediate actions such as providing incentive programme and support to address these problems. Differentiated instruction is proposed as a suitable approach of teaching the gifted learners where adjustment are made to the content, learning process, affective aspects and learning environment to cater to the level of student preparedness, interests and learning background.
In addition, the educators especially teachers and school administration should be aware of these individual www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 9, No. 15; 2013 differences among form four PERMATA Pintar gifted students. It is appropriate for school professionals to utilize a variety of instructional strategies to accommodate the needs of PERMATA Pintar gifted students such as emphasizing more on communicative aspect of language by giving more interaction chances, participation in role plays and stimulation. Moreover, students should be taught how to coordinate their language learning strategies used based on their cognitive styles and level of language proficiency in order for them to actively and effectively learn the language.
In conclusion, the findings of the study can be used as guidelines to develop appropriate strategy and approach coupled with rigorous intellectual support from the teachers, school professional of PERMATA Pintar National Gifted Centre and the Ministry of Education to provide worthwhile educational experiences for gifted students in the aspect of language learning. It is important to cater and provide the best environment in education for gifted students because they have tremendous potential to be developed into highly valuable resource capital for the future wellbeing of this country.
The current study represents the first investigation of gifted students under a special programme in an ESL context in Malaysia. Further studies are needed to explore gifted students' use, not only ESL context, but also EFL context. In addition, comparative study need to be conducted to observe if there are any differences existing in between gifted students from the programme and academically talented students from boarding school such as MRSM in terms of language learning strategy use among successful learners.
Conclusion
The findings from interviews done on six PERMATA Pintar gifted students illustrated that among the common difficulties in language learning faced by gifted students were related to speaking in English, grammar and lack of vocabulary. Furthermore, among the four language skills; writing, reading, listening, speaking, the finding indicated that all gifted students interviewed perceived that speaking skill is the hardest skill to learn. Cautious about making grammatical mistakes, not having enough confidence, and lack of vocabulary are among the factors affecting their ability to speak English fluently. Moreover, listening skill is considered the second hardest skill to learn by half of the students interviewed. Some of the problems in listening skill encounter by the students were mainly related to native speaker accent, fast rate speech and pronunciation. From the analysis of the interview, it can be concluded that gifted students' difficulties were more on communicative and productive skills. Besides that, PERMATA Pintar gifted students employed conventional strategies such as using dictionary and do exercises to overcome their language weaknesses. However, PERMATA Pintar gifted students are aware of their own difficulties and show positive attitudes on language learning. This is accordance with gifted students portrayal a good effort by willing to practice their English of they are given opportunity to speak with friends or speaker of English.
